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Traditioﬁally,”postseéondary education is based on a

selective model in which students. are uniforaly ‘expected to benefit
from the methods of instructors and their concepts of appropriate .

curriculum and educational goals. Under this system, 30 to 70 percent -

of all community college -students become part of an attritios
statistic. In order 'to adapt education to the student, the entire
icollege environment must bé analyzed, both for the factors that cause
student attrition and, for the varioas Tesources that might be
ptilized to meet student needs and to counteract these factors., This,
paper presents &n adaptive education model, vhich operates on a

\ o & .

- causal stratum and a decision stratum. The causal stratus involves
the identification of thé reasons’ why students do not astain their
educational goals in.the particular institution. The decision stratua
involves the construction of a methodology for eliminating causal
factors, including .proplems in curriculus, evaluation of student’
performance, counse£ling services, .and roles of coumselors and

instructors. The #odel utilizes a "systeas-dynamic"

approach,. vhich

realizes that the data elements of both strata are constantly
changing. If predictors of student successS in the present institution
are poor, this model should be able to point out specific changes’

‘which in turn can |

)
{

hY

event tpe ‘projected results. (DC)
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In the spring of 197}, Frank Newmant and his associates on the prestigious Task
Force on Higher Education, published their heralded and controversial report
in wh1ch they called for a ser10us debate” on several problems in hjigher edu-
cation. * One of the problem areas identified by the Task Force, and one of “he
most hotly debated points, centered‘pn the problem:of attrition and retention.
On the basis of their findings, the Newmen Commission contended that less than
half the students who erter colleges come ot with'a degree. This is a statis-
tic which the'Task Force ‘linkdd yith the phenomenal growth of colleges agd uni- .
versities over the last twenty years, nurtured by the open access movement in
higher education. Specifigally) the statistics show that.of the more than one
million, young people who enter.college each year, fewer than half will complete
two years of study, and only about one-third will ever complete a four-year

_ course of study 1l This is what the Newman group labeled "the paradox of access".

-

The findings of the Newman Task Force wére not particularly new. ,The report,
merely reopened a continuing debate in the higher , edutation communlty which
was now belng carried on within a larger context of the°new debate on ;gccounta
ability" and 'educational outputs . The problem of attrition:was ean old prob-
lem--it merely seemed more urgent because now taxpayers, parents, legislators . .

~ and many others were asking some new questions. Many within the higher educa-
tion community itself were qulck to assume a defemsive stance. The National

. Association of Land- Grant Colleges and Universities irmediately began to pro-
duce a different analysis of the Newman groyp's data; and other educational
associations, notably the American Council on Education, joined in the debate

K with different facts and figures, .,and, of course, different concluslons. Even,

these reports, however, left llttle room for co~fort. ‘-

one of the ACE sponsored studies, Alexander Astin utilized a representatlve
le of 217 imstitutions. All of the students in the survey entered college
in the fall of 1966 and four-year follow-up data were secured during the fall
of 1970 and the wiater of 1970-T1l. Various measures of "retention" were used

. but the most prehensive was that a student was counted as "retained; if he ;
or she had " _ived the bachelor's degree, was still enrolled for work toward =~ !
. a degree, or had transcrlpts sent to another institution. "2 0Of course, some f

students never used “the transcrlpt or, if they did, .dropped out of the insti-
tutlons to which they transferred. Using even these very general criteria,

. only 65.9 percent of all students who went to two-year colleges and 81.2 per-/‘
cent of all students who went to four-year colleges and ,universities were /
retained. Thus, approximately 20 percent of those attendlng four-year colleges
and un1vers1t1es dropped out of school.

1

- Just recently, ACE has produced a new study, authored by Elaine H. ‘El-Khawas
and Ann S. Bisconti, called "Five and Ten Years After College Entry".3 This ise
a 156-page report based on questionnaire data on 24,590 of the -705,512 fresh~
* men enrolled at four-year colleges and universities in 1961, and 26 618 &f the

A paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Community College Social Sclegce f
Association, Dallas, Texas, November 8, 197k. .
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1,309,524 fre‘nﬂen enrclled at tour-year and two-year, schools in 7960 The
overall cenclusion of. the stndy is that most college studentsaepd up earning

an undergradudte Jevree within fen vearu after they first enter eollege even
though they tend (1noreds1ngly) to "stop out" for a while.” (This is confirma-
tion of a phenomenon’ that was first noted-by K. Patricia Crcss several years
ago:* today's students-don't Just drop out; they tend to "stop out" and then

go back and finish up after a few years' rest.) This study, which ACE claims

to be 'the flrst national longitudinal: study of college students{encompasz/ng a .
ten-year span, reports that 80 percent of thé 1966 freshmen had, in fact, .earned
some kind of degree by 1971. Further, the report indicated that many of those
who had 1ot earneu a degree in 1971 were st111 planning on finishing up at some
time in the future. -

e
-

There were- some otner interesting findings which will be new grist for the old
mill. The study reported remarkable s1m11ar1ties between the 1961 and 1966 co-
hort groups, relative to values, goals, and ' practlcally identical” long run

+. degree plans, graduate fields of study, and career aspirations. Women, in ad-
dition to earning higher grade point averages than men, are more likely to com=-

v plete the1r degree work in four years' time. Nevertheless, large numbers of
women "stop out”, for a while too, so thet overall, it.is becoming increasMgly .
unrealdstic to expect the a*t?lnment of a baccalaureate in a four year perlod. ' ’
Moreover, and sigmnificantly, for both groups, one-fourth of the dropouts left
college in.the first 16 months, and the peak attrition occured within the first
two years of matrlculFtlon This, is particularly important for two-year 1nst1-,

N tutions to note. - Sinte the authory are primarily interested in the numbers and

percentages of students who finish with degrees, nottmuch, separate attention is

paid to the achievement patterns of those who entered two~year ‘'schools £o begin
their education. Nevertheless, the wealth of data in the 155 separate tables
have much poterntial for further analysis. Still, .it night be noted that six

ears affer entering college, fully 30 percent of the 1966 freshman cohort had

not yet earned an associate degree or its equivalent. \

, As might-now te noted analy51s and interpretation of the "drop out" statistics
or the "3top Sut" phenomenon can go on endlessly, and any number of conclusions .
cqn be-drawn from the samevdata. Comparative studies.are alm&st 1mp0551b1e be-
cause of the great discrepancies in the initial definition of terms. Does ' re-

* tention" refer to a cohort of students who end with a degree regardless of the
number of institutions or the number of years it takes them? Or¢ is retention
best measured within a single institution and within the traditional ‘time frame.
-of four years?~ Does "attrition" refer to patterns of progress toward a degree
regaruless of the expectation of the students upon entering the institution?

Or, does attrition refer even mqre specifically to students leaving between

« terms or even in the middle »f a term? What about the "transfér" phenomenon?

The whole dischssion of the tvrasnfer function of the two-year curriculum as- i

sumes that the movement is always in one direction: to the senior 1nst1tut10n. —

Yet, in a study made in one state, almost as many people transferred 1nto com~

munity colleges as transferred out of .them. ‘

!

: Whatever thHe definition of the terms, it can be noted that the broader the

arameters .of the .efinition, the greater will be the number of students "re-

tained". TFor our discussion, however, focused upon the two-year open access B

compunity college, Qur definition of the term "attrition” need only be speci-

fied to make reference to the student's lack of success in achieving the ob-

Jective he sets for himself upon entering the‘fchool A number of students,

; 3 .
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3t Should b Setec. - Ltr v Zetege o~ expect to earn an f.\. lesree Trom ‘he
“instituricc s, zﬂ)fr L h o taocpecial certifiocats programs or
come seekir,: oLy v cerog s } swilis for tneir empioyment. Mafly others
‘who do aspire 1 . .iccilaie e or teyoni, enter the communiiy collepe w1th
the intent af Tt ity v cnevear in order to earn some*credits, earn some
money, or AchirEe T e sg}?—¢nnf11€1;e before attemptings the state university
or libera_ ar-; Ju~ro stulents a3 these must be considered ’achievers"
on thelr -wr. s« elimt oral path, and the two-yea" 1nst1tu+1on should

* to identify i.c:r-te 0o

.dent entity. .

Sor prctidinogt the d"kelx oppdrtunlty through '

be conricnuaetd

asy exit" policies
as well uL op/n o 2y .

’

/

The point «f tri. i. tn.i The nouiirenent of "attrition" -rates must take idto
account the €xport -bii: i stucents when they enter the instituiion.' In the
open dcor commur ity coliere, anything else, guch as foolhardy efforts to mea- .

sure attrition oy : intimg the awnber of degrees earned, is dll-advised and
self-defeating. .li-vertheless, when =211 this kas heen said /+he fact remsins
that attrition rase In ~ue community college, even when properiy defined and
measured, "re hicn, pertds giaxmlngly so. The previously cited studies, and
others,_l"ulaa+ﬁ tnat gomewnere between 30 and TO percent of all studerty who
enbdber CnWLvm1+V colintes bedome part of an aitrition statistic, thnat is, they

do not a hiev.'what tley setdoul to accomplifhr This raises all sorts of ques-
tions &bodau tae nature ﬂf‘the education that' such colleges are offering, d
most of us arw rilonbiy ool cerned apout 1ower1ng the rates. ~Howeyser, it ig im-

Ui m¢tue: with perspectlve. For our purposes hdre, the

reter the

portant to aprroaci
term attriti-n XIL1
having fail.-l Lo wohinve what tney set out to_accomplish, wh watever that cbjec-
tive. u%’ r.sn5, herans witn #.is perspective, prograus to cut atgri-
tion ther ner 1t >d notg on the basis of predictor models, but Qn the ba-
sis of faciliwax s sozaent alnleVsment whatever their goals and howejver often
their obje~tives ’
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fle Attrition is not one prob-

One alsc nas .o u5oroarr rrotler with caution.
lem, buu rekpe;ezfs a onbony of 1nferCthE fagstors, which:present to the aca-
demic aduinitrater o hlrelnL”‘lqutiop in wipi it lb intreasingly difficult

say factors and hence €p apply discrete solutions. The
tur. w50 %e a maze of interacting difficulties, each of which is
'f*wo llHLLTUfIODal malaise rather than a separate indepen-
u«OA ‘1n°te the individual symptoms without fully diag-
nosing the t a0 rr,ni;n iikely w111 leal %@ the breaking out of new difficul-

"problen"
but a symptos 7

[ J

ties in ctper purt. ov e ~pr‘bx not lemonstrably linked to the original
action. The p:ﬁvlrm, mvan in the "value-added" theory of education, is one of
an institucion vautivg ts resofeces by its tailure tp assist its students to

realize their lecitinate exucational expectations. The problem is a wide rang-

ing one for the ¢ mpoonoas e commumity codlege because the students who walk
throuch thes Jnor anar hove Yuct a wide range 01 expectations, not to mentlon
abilities, ‘bacs i~ .nas, and talents, b - .

r
Thus, one . .be "o st wsoumr s40us about ‘the causal factors tohind attrition
has to do w'in nanelr Righ dosree of aggreration. The rich heterngeneity of
the open door e pogulntion, particularly in the urban betting, with its
mosaic of di'ferent environments wnd levels of development, implies a corre-

Suu

sponding net:zrog=neity in the need for and motivatiqns behind learning. Stu-
dents tome te und cxit [rom Lhe institution for af& inds of reasons. The.

» “

SN

students who leave school, for whatever r&ason,
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. the variailes to be incluled. This has the limitation that the conclusions of
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)farious curven e s T gl o cecated model represent dverarces which can
never tol o aceLoat'$ pes s oy o b dnstatacion af 4 whole, nor be used to
_appr s imate %:.»:; ¢ ke 4eg?riptisn for any s cﬂrflﬂ group of students. Fac-
“tors [T 6%, inn ot ve eveiuated in tne confext ot defined s‘tudent expecta-
,txons when arrivir.. Ty Zp the «ame, an effort must he ridde in the institu-

tion to identicy «a ~unegorsize thece evpecbatl(ns, and ana1y51s of” attrition
later must mei.ure the achleveme?t of oPElelC groups against. their stated -

L]

objectives wnen arriving. 4

. s '
'In an wrervesscey roade’, €y dinstituaiion mu%t Le divided into a set numben of .
fmutual /\1“u~3~du~:g A% int craizpendent segyenﬂﬁ, each, with a distinct degree
of ideolegical, ecomnmic una environmental coherence. The model should not .
presuppose the traditional arrangements between the d1$c1p11nes or between
"academic" aund 'support" funstions. The model is based not so much on & mul-
ti-level, hieraxehlcal meti.od, but operates on a causal stratum and a decision
_stratum, each of which is provided with a series of levels which vary in accor-
dance with the type and complexity of the service system under study. For. ex-
ample, the wausel <*ratum miy have a geophysical diwension (including physical
plant, environm®n:. and transportation networks); a technological dimension
(dncluding tuition ani £e¢ structures, and student influence on detision mak- .
ing); ani axsocial dimensicn relating to the level of consrnance bétween sthe
ethno-social profile™»i students and the goals and pace of the institution. \
- - /// . .

Once th gements: ol the causal stratum are identified, a methodology for > .
attack on|the specific Pactors can be constructed. And, Jjust as the initial
analysi: of thre probiem yields the conclusion that the setting is a gomplex V-

one witir an agwnegn+e nurber of interacting factors, the dedision making struc-
ture must similarly reflect i,hlghly multivariant system. The approach sug- R
gestei nere might be ‘called the ' svstems-dynamlo' melthod. This approach takes
into account thé ame c@mplex1tre§ of factdrs on the causal stratum. It is

also based on ~nree 1ebumpf10n° that become operating pr1nc1ples on the deci-

31on~nak1n“ level. ‘ . . R

)

- - .
First, “ne initial o7 0l willi ok terntutive and'incg%plete. Only a few institu-
tional variables oi importance need be ugsed. Rebtrlctlon to quantifiable data
will gmke it imp038101¢ to intlude ‘extraneous fgctors or to allow explicitly
for changes in value. Tven for the variables employed, data will often remain

inadequate, and therefore conclusions tentatiye. _ -
Second, a fisbal argrepgation of causal ractors has been made on the basis of :

the model cannot apply unjformly in an ‘essentially heterogeneous world. ,The .
object of the model, thererore, is net to give specific policy, guidance, but to -
allow gveral. reflection ~n the material conditicn of the univérse of” students )
involved. Lauer, work wiil be required to disaggregate, deepen, extend and
refine the conclusions. :

§ .
' - LI

Third, the dangers o extrap- lution are appreciated, particularly when oRe is
examining exponential phenornena as is often the case.in student attrition. '
Thus, and most impcriant, the model is not to be prescriptive, but is to indi-
cate what might result. if institutional policies and practices remain unchanged.
Consequences of poiicies can never le accuralely predicted, but some results
can be foreseen as trends are linked to specific practices within an institu-

tion. .
e . " " > . N
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. edication in.this couniry have served a selective function. At each level,
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Decision making within thiz context is usually bathed in uncertainty. Objec~
tives may te more or less clearly defined, political and ideological princi-

ples respected, and statistical data and qualitative analysis may be to some
extent available. Action is then based on a human assessment of these, and

it drews upon the accumuliated experience as to the probable consequences .of

the various options through a process which is partly intuitive. The normal
mental mode of the decision maker is usually relatively simple. 1Its great hu-
man qualities are intuition, pest experience, and political, psychological, and’
social Jjudgment. It may not, however, be able to assimilate multiple variables
with ceg}ainty. It is, therefore, crucjal that the systems—dynamic method
_should reinforce these human qualities with analyzed data and some degree of .
quaiitative interaction of the variables, making possible projections and ex- -
plorations of alternatives. : ¢ .

With consonance between the analysis of attrition factors on the causal stra-

tum and the‘operating assumptions on the decision making stratum, we can con-

clude by stating the working hypothesis which is the subjJect of *this paper.

Once again, the hypothesis ‘s consistent with the systems-dynamic method by

which we dre approaching the problem. And, it is consistent with some other
con;}ﬁsions that have been reached in other quarters about the predictability - 4
of £tudert vperformance in college, namely, that prediction of success in.col-

lege is very difficult, if not impossible, to achieve. Relative to the prob-
lem of student attrition, and particularly in the open gccess community college,
the working hypothesis is this: the aim of the model must be prophylactic and
not prophetic. It is really a gimple pringiple to remember. If predictogs of -
student performance are so poor, our model to attack-the multivariant and' aggre-
gated causal factors of student attrition should be able to'point out specific
changes which in turn ean prevent the projected Yresults.

If high rates or student attrition,in our open "access community- colleges ére

an indicetion that we are failing in our effort to assist students to achieve
their educational objectives, perhaps ‘it’ is because, unwittingly, the policies
and practiges of our institutions,are based upon a selective model of education
which remains the foundation of our philosophy. Traditionally, all systems of

large numbers of students are screened out through testing, grading, and other
techniques. This orientatior is thoroughly reinforced by a reward system that
is founded on graduate education and research. Accepting the philosophy that
supports them, faculties accommodated the "new students" to higher gducation
grudgingiy,;expanding‘only;Eiighxly the traditional version of the, curriculum.
The large numbers of studenkts who cannot become involved meaningfully are as-
sumed not to belong in school at all. "Maintvaining high ‘standards” then becomes
an excuse far not caring about the Fate of those "left out" students. Andy the
comfortable assumptions remain intact. Selective education is so appkaling be-
cause it does not require very much intuitive understanding of the requirements
. . Pl ~”
for intellectual and perssonal development.

The power and pervasiveness of .the selective-education model is reflected in
.and founced upon the Wide reliance of higher ‘education on admissions testing.
The prestige and power (of ,the educational testing industry have been used to
Justiflyy college admissions procedures and to support traditional educational
practices. Xears of research and great technjcal sophistication have gorie into
the creation of selection instruments such as the SAT and ACT. Yet, years of |
research have failed to demonstrate\i\substantial relationship between achieve-
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ment on these tests and success in cailegé.6 ‘Nor has success in college been
correlated with success in Later life.T Yet. trz utl],zatlen of the test g *.
scores goes omn. , . . )
AN Meanwhile, the fabric of American society has changed. Civil rights confronta-
tions, disillusionment about Viet Nam, the temptations of the drug guitire, a
generation of affluence, all combined to shake the established values of socie-
ty in whkich higher educat1oq participates. ngher education, however, has now
begun to reflect serioys symptoms of the inefficiency of its operating model

of selectivity. The driop out rate *nationally, as we have noted, remains annu-
ally at 50 percent; those students who do graduate often have™no Clear idea of
where they are neaded or what competence they possess; and ever greater numbers .
of students think of themselves as marginal individuals with little personal

worth or social value. With all the confllctlng subcultures among college youth
today, perhaps the one’ unifying them® among them is a consensus about the inap-
propriateness of the selective model, with all its competiveness, in which high-

) . er education has them trapped. For many, the only viable alternative they see

r is to leave. . ‘o .

. . . Pl ~

[

"

As a result, higher education is faced with significant discrepancies between
its operating assuhptions and its commitment's .to certain objectives. The en-
\ . phasts through most offhe 19605 was on production to meet the ever expanding
needs of American society, with our,natiomnal survival linked at times to the
cbntinued growth of higher education. The pressure to conform to the presumed
1 and real fieeds of Amerlca s post-industrial society was so great that no time
‘was left for cnat‘cal reassessment of basic assumptions. Thus, in spite of
ever—;perea51ng Enrollments, ghe basic assumption, the selective education mo-
) del, emaiqed largely inptact.

7 v
Today, the selective model of educaticn is failing precisely because it cannot -
come to grips with large enrollments of diverse students, particularly those in
' the community colleges. Glaser, assessigg “the failure of standard measures of
apitude to predict pe~forman¢e, has argued that adaptive education will take
the place of selective education.? Adaptlve education requires that an insti-
tution have extensive-knowledge of each student s background, talents, and ) «
¢ interests so that it might develop alternative meams of learning to maximize
' . the student's success. The educational environment just provide & rich vari- °
ety of instructional methods and new ways of evaluation. ’
The new model must account for both the contlnuing waluable role of the facul-'
‘ ty and the increasing demands by students and the public that undergraduate-ed-
uc®tion be more attuned to the realities wof contemporary society. uch a model
must account for.the needs of our educational system to be selective in the .
. sense of certifying cerfain levels of competence, and at the same time take re- /
sponsibility for educating every student. Fulfilling this latter responsibil-
ity will necessitate a much clearer understanding of the requirements for in- N
"tellectual and personal development.

At present, teaching in the community college is continually being subverted

: " Dby the pressure to credential competence coming from the philosophical basis
of selective education. But, large numbers qf students in the community college
are not adequately prepared or supe eriough of their goals to meet the standards
created by the faculty in their undergraduate courses. Thus, the faculty s
presented with the impossible task of maintaining standards of ' 'academic excel—

7 o




Traditional educational structures also ignore the problem of where the stugent

>

y : N
lence" while also working:with students who cannot meet those standard; for one
reason br another. A new ¥Xind of instruction is required to work with students
to prepare them to meet the standards of the credentialing process.

. ° *

v
Similarly, the traditional type of counseling service is doomed to failure be-
cause of unrealistic expectations on the part of students and‘its isolation
from the activities ol the classroom. No matter how sensitive its people are,
and no matter how broadly its roie is defined, the isolated counseling center
will fail so long as it reflects the-undergirding selective education model.
A new model is needed with at least two components: new types of learning ex-
periences for which students can receive assessment toward academic credit,.Snd
defined faculty responsibilities to advise teams of students committed to build-
ing new instructional progrars appropriate to their- needs.
The distinction that is ordinarily made between student services and the formal
curriculum is the source of much of the difficulty. As long as this arbitrary -
distinction is maintained we cannot hope 'to achieve the ‘goals of adaptive edu- -
cation. The organizational split between student services and the formal cur-
riculum will perpetuate the status quo. Traditional departmental or even ‘col-
lege-wide structures do not focus on the sthident as a developing human being.
Departments ahd colleges are discipline oriented. In a‘graduate department,
that orientation is inevitable if not Jjustifiable, as emphasis is placed on the

accumulation of credit hours without regard to the impact on,the student. i

i

goes after he leaves the program.. This total disregard for both the manpower
needs of society and the career goals of the student is one of the most serious
omissions in contemporary community college educ ion. This issue draws the
critical attention of both parents and the legis¥ture. Adaptive educationiré-
quires that the imstitution take direct responsibility for helping the student
make optizal use of educational opportunities. .Attentiog must be paid to the*
individual learning sgyle'of the student and the range oft instructional experi-
ences available to him. The key is the emphasis on the gontinuous interaction
between the twolO . : ) ‘

Th= adapfive model is based on the principle of 'interaction and dialogue. The

. decision maker and his analysts can even use the computer to work out the pos-

sible consequences of certain-potential decisions or to provide alternative
scenarios to assist in coming to decisicns. For the computer, too, is based on
the principle of contextufl uncertaipnty. Hefe the systems¢dynamic rejects any
ambition 0 predetermine the decision. The computer is simply a tool to rein-
force and speed up human competence in decision magidk; it is an extension of_
that competence and in no way d replacement for it. For even then, decisions
are always based on incomplete and ever-changing data, and ‘the data selected
and assumptions‘'made will always reflect the values and dispositions of those
who select and assume. After all, that is why we still select presidents and
not computers to run both our country and our institutions of higher education.
This is the systems-dynamie approach in action. If our colleges are.to respdad
to'the changing demands of society axd the various needs and expectations of our
diverse students, radical changes wiil have to be made. In’'the process, the ag-
gregate of factors for student attrition on the causal level will be met, and
capacities for decision making can keep pace yith the shifting demands of‘ghe

' 8
) ,‘/ -, *
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student population. To achieve a stance of adaptive education in the open ac-
cess community college, the entire collexe environment must be analyzed, both

for the fuctors that mitigate against the student making progress taward his

educational’ goal, and for the constellation of resources that might be mobilized

to meet the needs of a greatly enlarged student constituency diversified in mo-~
tivations, values, and interests. In the process, the existing curriculum,

which is likely grounded in the selective philosophy of education, must be dras-

tically mpdified to permit the students to optimize the1r own potential for in-

tellectug’. growth and personal development \ °

/ .

This model of adaptive education is based on the systems-dynamic approach to

the }roblem of student attrition. Where attrition is concerned, the strategy
and pojiicies must be propgxlactic. Causal factors are isolated which prevent
students from aghieving their goals, and “deciston making proceeds on the basis
that changes can be introduced to prevent the results of those.forces. The pro-
phetic approach in the community college will not work. Effort, time and money

.'should not be spent in predicting whc will succeed and who will not. The assump-
tion is that anyone can and everyone -should succeed in his legitimately estab-
lished educational goals, and the resources of the instltutlon are then organ-
ized to facilitate that.
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